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Recall the explanation earlier in this essay with regard to normalization of deviance in its 

most basic form, as well as the in-depth explanations in the previous scenarios.  Specifically, 

people may define their deviant actions as acceptable because their actions conform to the 

cultural norms of their organization despite the fact their actions might violate outside legal or 

social standards. For a professional military organization that enjoys high levels of public 

confidence, the results of the inspection were staggering – and disappointing.  The inspection 

revealed 631 instances of pornography (magazines, calendars, pictures, videos that intentionally 

displayed nudity or depicted acts of sexual activity);  3,987 cases of material deemed 

unprofessional (discriminatory themes, unprofessional appearance, unprofessional content in 

patches, coins, heritage rooms, log books, song books); and 27,598 instances of inappropriate or 

offensive items (sexually suggestive items, magazines, posters, pictures, calendars, graffiti). In 

total, 32,216 items were reported.29  

The inappropriate material did not appear on the installations - and respective squadrons 

and work centers - overnight, but rather accumulated and promulgated over the years.  The Air 

Force, as a professional organization, has an obligation to maintain an environment of respect, 

trust, and dignity in the workplace.  While the inspection was a positive step toward correcting 

deficiencies and deterring conditions detrimental to good order and discipline, a few questions 

are in order.  Were the rules or standards with respect to the display of inappropriate material not 

clear or overly complex?  And, were people unaware of standards, or did they view the standards 

as irrelevant?  Finally, why did it require the leadership at the highest levels of the Air Force to 

recognize, and ultimately address the problem?  Alas, I contend there is no definitive answer to 

these difficult questions, and thus they may be considered rhetorical.  Rather, even when 

factoring in the size and scope of the investigation, the sheer number of items deemed 
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detrimental to a professional working environment again demonstrates that the more such 

deviations from prescribed standards are allowed, the more normalized they become. In the end, 

the results of the inspection were made publicly available through the Freedom of Information 

Act, but by the same token were not widely publicized outside of normal Air Force media 

outlets.30       

Recommendations 

Few men are willing to brave the disapproval of their fellows, the censure of their colleagues, the 

wrath of their society. Moral courage is a rarer commodity than bravery in battle or great 

intelligence. Yet it is the one essential, vital quality of those who seek to change a world which 

yields most painfully to change. 

 John F. Kennedy 

 

So, where does the erosion of public trust manifest itself?  Is may be embroiled in the 

ongoing A-10 retirement debate vis-à-vis F-35 capabilities.  An argument could be made that it 

may adversely affect the Air Force's ability to recruit America's best and brightest.  Likewise, it 

may impart a seed of doubt in our elected officials’ minds of the military advice our senior 

leaders provide.  It may manifest itself in myriad other ways, as well.  Simply stated, if the Air 

Force is not trusted, the service will be limited in its ability to provide vital security advice and 

input to public policy.  Therefore, the Air Force must demonstrate its trustworthiness, while 

countering the normalization of deviance phenomenon, in five ways.31  In some respect these 

five recommendations may appear to emphasize existing Air Force leadership and supervisory 

practices.  However, an understanding of the normalization of deviance phenomenon underpins 

these recommendations and sets them apart from current behaviors.   

 First recommendation:  The Air Force must achieve consistent performance and 

competence in daily operations.  This can be done by establishing realistic mission 

goals, carefully balanced with other aspects of Airmen’s lives. Perfection can be 
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aspirational, but should not be the standard or metric by which performance is 

measured.  Avoid the tendency to micromanage processes, especially in high risk or 

high stakes missions.  And, understand that a zero-defect mindset can lead to 

conditions where normalization of deviance may grow, as was demonstrated in the 

Malmstrom ICBM test compromise scenario.  Finally, establish aggressive but 

realistic improvement goals and align recognition and advancement opportunities to 

incentivize the desired behaviors.32   

 Second recommendation:  Foster a culture grounded in fairness, respect, and 

dignity.  This can be accomplished by continuing efforts to recruit and retain a 

diverse force that will thrive in a respectful and dignified professional work 

environment.  Periodic health and welfare inspections should aim to enforce well-

communicated and clearly understood workplace standards to further blunt 

normalization of deviance.  Inculcate processes that demand constant improvement, 

but allows for individuals to reveal issues without incrimination or penalty.33  Look 

no further than the previously discussed Air Force wide health and welfare inspection 

for evidence of the importance of clearly communicated workplace standards. 

 Third recommendation: Ensure all operations are grounded in integrity.  This is 

certainly not to say that current Air Force operations are failing in this regard, but 

improvements can be made and continually reinforced.  General Gabriel noted that 

integrity is the fundamental premise of military service – integrity should underpin all 

of our internal and external interactions.  Supervisors should routinely inquire, “are 

there rules or policies that are not being followed or areas where oversight is 

lacking?”  Normalization of deviance may occur when there is insufficient 
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supervision or manpower constraints due deployments or reduced manning levels.  

Leaders should relentlessly seek genuine feedback from subordinates at all levels, and 

embrace their issues.34  Both the Malmstrom test compromise and BMT scandal 

clearly demonstrate the necessity for an engaged and responsive chain of command 

and leadership structure. 

 Fourth recommendation: Officers and leaders must demonstrate positive and 

genuine concern for all Airmen, and inspire a culture where moral courage is as 

prevalent and held in the same high regard as physical courage.  Leaders must be 

transparent about their standards and continually reinforce ethical policies and 

procedures in all professional respects, and must ensure those that violate established 

rules are held accountable.35  Leaders should understand their organization’s culture – 

especially areas of risk where normalization of deviance may find fertile ground.  

Similarly, be attune to any rituals or events that correspond to a promotion, 

qualification, graduation, or otherwise that are professionally questionable.  Are there 

customs that may be construed as hazing, or are rules bent when supervision is not 

present?  Mark Twain scribed, "It is curious that physical courage should be so 

common in the world and moral courage so rare."  Thus, encourage individuals to 

demonstrate moral courage - to show character in the face of difficult situations.   

 Fifth recommendation: Without a doubt, to rebuild and subsequently maintain the 

public trust will take a great deal of effort along these interconnected lines of effort.  

Concurrently, the Air Force should deliberately educate the force on normalization of 

deviance, as the phenomenon is far easier, less costly, and less damaging, to prevent 

than to correct.  Education on the phenomenon should begin in the officer accessions 
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phase, and continue on a regular basis during established Professional Military 

Education (PME) career touchpoints.  Likewise, education on the phenomenon and its 

associated pitfalls should be woven into all levels of enlisted PME.  

Conclusion 

Every day, thousands of Air Force personnel serve proudly with the highest levels of 

courage and integrity. America trusts the Air Force, along with the other services, to defend the 

country and vital national interests.  However, as the preceding scenarios highlight, serious 

damage to the public trust in the institution occurs when groups succumb to the hazards of the 

normalization of deviance phenomenon.  As discussed, military professionalism is based on a 

relationship of trust with society due to the expertise, security, and stewardship of the public 

resources the profession provides. In this context, officers, such as those mentioned in this essay, 

are appointed to positions of trust in society and are afforded tremendous authority – in peace 

and war - to carry out their duties.  There is a common thread in three scenarios presented from a 

professionalism and trust perspective.  When officers fail to fulfill their duties, through breaches 

of integrity or failures in effective oversight, an erosion of the public trust results.  Moreover, the 

loss of public trust due to a character failure may be far more difficult to overcome compared to 

simple competence errors.36 As explained, the preceding measures should be taken to prevent 

future catastrophes from occurring due to the normalization of deviance phenomenon.  Since 

building and maintaining public trust is foundational to successful peacetime and wartime 

military operations, it is important to move quickly toward rebuilding trust. 

Finally, let us return to the beginning of this essay to recount its journey.  As discussed, 

the American people expect their Air Force to operate in a professional manner. Over the past 

few years, several significant organizational failures have contributed to a steady erosion of this 
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special trust.  It is important to note that individuals will make mistakes.  But, the American 

people would forgive an isolated instance of misconduct by an MTI.  The public would forgive 

an integrity breach by a single missileer, and would accept a few instances of inappropriate 

material in an otherwise professional environment.  This is not to say that such transgressions are 

acceptable or tolerable, but nonetheless we should expect isolated cases of such conduct.  

However, the Air Force must avoid the organizational level failures that directly impact our 

reputation of trustworthiness, and establish a glide path of rebuilding the public trust.  This trust 

will take years to forge, but once it has been established, the public will be more forgiving of the 

Air Force’s minor lapses.   
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